explanation for inequality that enables its extension. In ostensibly democratic advanced capitalist societies the exclusion of a substantial proportion of the population from economic and political power depends on the ability of dominant groups to determine how the less fortunate are perceived and to limit empathy with them. In particular it depends on the idea that there is, in Margaret Thatcher's famous phrase, 'no such thing as society' (quoted in Jones, 47), that individuals are wholly responsible for their own situation. This demands a suppression of the concept of class with its emphasis on shared economic interests and cultural
traditions. Despite their differences, Chavs, The Bogan Delusion and Collateral
Damage all analyse the complexities elided by the myth of the autonomous individual, demanding a renewed attention to economic injustice and the prejudices on which it depends. Taken together, they suggest, as Jones puts it, that 'class is back with a vengeance', (vii) even if the category must be the object as well as the means of critical analysis.
The marginalisation of the concept of class means, in practice, the rejection of the term 'working class'. This is a critical rather than descriptive category, and its deliberate erosion has significant political consequences. It does not simply name a position in a social hierarchy but insists that such structures are founded, in the last instance, on relations of production. To be working class is to be defined by the lack of any resource save one's own labour. The term has not only been essential to left--wing organisations but helped for a long time to sustain what Ross McKibbin called a 'kind of folk--Marxism, quite independent of actual party--political allegiances' 1 amongst the working class themselves, who recognised that they created wealth they did not share. It provided a basis for individual and collective identities, enabling people to take pride in their contribution to the common good and show VOLUME19 NUMBER2 SEP2013 326 solidarity with others who shared their experience of exploitation. To describe oneself as working class was to insist on one's foundational importance to society.
The displacement of the term marks a political as well as material change from ideas of common emancipation to an individualism that constructs poverty as a sign of personal failure. This process has a long history in the United States where most of the population identify themselves as middle class regardless of their income or occupation. Noam Chomsky, discussing his daughter's teaching in a community college, observed that her 'working--class students … do not consider themselves working class', which is a 'sign of real indoctrination'. 2 The last presidential election was fought partly over control of the term 'middle class', a category which now signifies little but a desire for inclusion in political and economic life. The marginalisation of the idea of the working class is not confined to America, though.
In Britain, it has come under sustained pressure from both Labour and Conservative governments; even when the concept of class is not rejected outright, the working class is frequently represented as a historical residue, an ageing group of white, male industrial workers whose supposed failure to adapt to new conditions demonstrates their economic and political obsolescence. Contemporary society is increasingly conceived as divided between a broad, vaguely defined middle class and a threatening underclass responsible for its own condition. The terms used to describe the latter, such as 'chav', are inherently pejorative and do not provide a foundation for individual identities or collective action. The change in the representation of the poor, even to themselves, is part of a significant shift in power.
Consequently, there is 'something at stake' in its analysis, to use Hall's famous phrase. 3 This is precisely the kind of area in which one might reasonably expect cultural studies to be most engaged. The concept of class was initially central to the field. not get enough to eat … ended up by all but edging them from the agenda'. 6 The engagement with problems of identity and representation often displaced rather than extended a concern with material divisions.
In insisting on the need for a return to class it is, as Munt argues, important to avoid the 'fragmentation of sympathetic discourses'. 7 
Chavs, The Bogan Delusion and
Collateral Damage all recognise the complex interactions between distinct structures of power. The new concern with class involves an attempt to rethink the concept within analyses of gender, race and sexual orientation, rather than a return to earlier methodologies from which these categories were often absent. The notion that a concern with poverty involves privileging the interests of white men reproduces a conservative myth of a narrowly defined, static working class, whose interests are set against those of women and ethnic minorities. In practice, as Jones argues, the working class is 'far more ethnically mixed than the rest of the population', (243) and is now better represented by a 'low--paid, part--time, female shelf--stacker' than a 'blue--uniformed male factory worker'. become so socially acceptable' (2) that it can be openly expressed even at a time when other forms of prejudice are publicly disclaimed. As its title suggests, the text focuses on the term 'chav', which in Britain has come to encompass 'any negative trait associated with working--class people-violence, laziness, teenage pregnancies, racism, drunkenness and the rest'. (8) The word is effective partly because it is slippery, describing in some contexts a dysfunctional minority and in others anyone poor, an ambiguity that means that it is used to reinforce distinctions of status within working--class communities as well as to discriminate against them. As Jones recognises, the claims that 'working--class people are not demonised' because '"chav" is simply used to designate anti--social hooligans and thugs' are disingenuous since those 'on the receiving end' of the word 'are exclusively working class'. The Bogan Delusion is in many senses a less substantial book than Chavs.
Comparatively brief, it is loosely structured and, while this is part of its deliberate informality, it also means that it sometimes moves too rapidly from point to point without fully developing its readings. The abrupt conclusion to the discussion of the way in which the death of Jaidyn Leskie in 1997 was used to demonise the 'lifestyles and personalities of the adults supposed to take care of him' (95) Nichols is a perceptive, often entertaining writer alert to the evasions and contradictions of the prejudices he describes. This includes the question of whether bogans are defined by their cultural preferences, which could be altered, or their inherent qualities: 'Can you slip between begin a bogan and "normal" or "hipster"
and "non--bogan" as easily as changing out of your trackie daks into something power--dressy, or are you born into boganness, confirmed the minute you get your first rat's tail, condemned to stare out at the civilized world like the Neanderthals who lived alongside Homo Sapiens, but were never invited to their parties? ' (212) As this passage demonstrates, his prose is conversational and engaging. Nichols lectures on urban planning and, although his book avoids specialist terms and references, his expertise is apparent in his discussion of the myths that shape Bauman argues that current inequality depends upon a process of '"individualisation" by decree'. People are increasingly 'expected to devise individual solutions to socially generated problems' and, as a consequence, the 'polarisation of prospects and chances' becomes a 'self--propelling and self--accelerating process'. Resistance to this cannot, obviously, be a primarily academic matter, but scholars can make an important, even essential, contribution to a broad political struggle.
The response to the financial crisis has too often been constrained by a failure to conceptualise inequality in a way that would enable a challenge to its structural -NOTES
